ABSTRACT
Introduction
Women"s empowerment is a multidimensional process which should enable the individual or a group of individuals to realize their full identity and powers in all spheres of life. It consists of greater access to knowledge and resources, greater autonomy in decision making to enable them to have greater control over the circumstances that influence their lives and frees them from shackles imposed on them by customs, beliefs and practices. Empowerment is a process that involves intellectual enlightenment, economic enrichment and social emancipation on the part of women. The welfare and well-being of a country is now judged not only by economic criteria but by criteria of social development also. ______________________ *Assistant Professor and Head, Department of Economics, Sonamukhi College, Bankura, West Bengal. Microfinance through SHGs is now recognised as a key strategy for addressing issues of poverty alleviation and women empowerment. Microfinance in the form of SHG linkage model has been able to inspire hope in the lives of thousands of rural poor, particularly rural women and enable them to contribute to their families" well-being through savings and borrowings. Through the generation of self-employment and income the rural women are able to reduce poverty. Microfinance influences the quality of life of the rural women by providing easy finance. It is considered to be a powerful tool for empowering rural poor women by shifting them from debt-trap of informal credit sources to formal credit system.
Though microfinance has the potential of empowering the women but there are many challenges in the way of women"s complete economic, political and social empowerment. The mere receipt of loans need not empower women financially or socially. It has been found that increased success in business due to microfinance may reduce women"s say in some household decisions.
This paper comprises of four sections. The first section has covered the introduction of the topic. The second section deals with review of literature. The third section outlines the study area and sample profile; section four explains the methodology used for the study. The fifth section deals with data analysis and section six makes concluding remarks.
Review of literature
So far various studies have been undertaken on the issue of women empowerment in different countries. These studies have highlighted different aspects of women empowerment. Although it is generally hoped that women"s access to credit through the microfinance route can empower women, the empirical evidence so far provided in support of this view is mixed. For example, Amin and Pebley (1994) in reviewing gender inequality within households observe that BRAC"s loan contributed to increase women"s mobility outside the home and their control on household resources and household decision making power. They also revealed that the incidence of abandonment reduces with the receiving of micro credit loans. Batliwala (1994) in her study identifies three approaches to women"s empowerment: (i) integrated development; (ii) economic development and (iii) consciousness raising and organizing among women. According to the author, through the first approach women are able to improve their everyday realities by assisting them in meeting their survival and livelihood needs, i.e., their practical needs. The second approach improves women"s economic position and the third approach will organise the women to recognise and challenge gender and class-based discrimination in all aspects of their lives. Hashemi, Schuler and Riley(1996) find that access to microfinance increases "women"s mobility, ability to make purchases and major household decisions, ownership of productive assets, legal and political awareness, and participation in public campaigns and protests". Kabeer (1998) , based on research into the impact of credit programs in Bangladesh, found that women"s access to credit strengthens their bargaining power within the household, improves their perception of self-worth and can lead to a long term decrease in domestic violence. Khandker et.al (1998) in their study find that the impact on household consumption of the credit programs is approximately twice as large for women borrowers than male borrowers. Otero (1999) points out that microfinance creates access to productive capital for the poor and enables them to move out of poverty. By providing material capital to a poor person, their sense of dignity is strengthened and this can help to empower the person to participate in the economy and society. Ashe and Parrott ( 2001) in their study on the impact of microfinance and women empowerment in Nepal exhibit that 68 percent women experienced an increase in their decision making role in relation to family planning , children marriage , selling property and sending their daughters to school. Manimekalai and Rajeswari (2001) finds that the microfinance has facilitated the women to have economic and social empowerment. It has developed a sense of leadership, organisational skill and management of various activities of a business, right from acquiring finance, identifying raw materials, marketing etc. by themselves. Ashraf, Karlan and Yin (2008) find that access to a commitment savings product leads to increased purchases of female-oriented durable goods (e.g. washing machine, sewing machine, stoves etc.) as opposed to other durables such as vehicles or recreational goods.
However, some studies find no or negative effects of microfinance access on women empowerment. We present below few brief review of such studies. Goetz and Sengupta (1996) conclude that in Bangladesh, over 90% of the returns women realised from their investment were handled by their husbands. Mayoux (1997) points out that the impact of microfinance on women varies from woman to woman. These differences arise due to the difference in productive activities or different background. Sometimes, microfinance mainly benefit the women who are already better off, whereas the poor women are either neglected by the microfinance programmes or are least able to benefit because of their low resource base, lack of skills and market contacts. However, poorer women can also be more free and motivated to use credit for production. Kumaran (1997) made a case study of three SHGs, viz. active, passive and dissolved in Andhra Pradesh and found that the main factors responsible for active functioning of SHGs were solidarity and cohesiveness. On the other hand, passivity and dissolved were mainly on account of irregularities in savings and repayment of loan and lack of mutual trust and confidence among the members. Rahman (1999) points out that the impact of microfinance on women empowerment is not always positive. He shows that out of 120 women borrowers, 18% claim a decrease and 70% emphasize an increase in violence and aggressive behaviour in the household because of their involvement with the bank.
Hunt and Kasynathan (2001) observe a rather interesting finding that all the women member of the SHGs simply transfers the total loan amount to the hands of their husbands, sons or even sons-in-law. Vat and Bhubaneswary (2004) in their study on the empowerment of rural women in Pondicherry identify the determinants of earnings, benefits and problem of rural women under Self-Help Group project. They have found that almost all the members of SHGs are engaged in traditional and less remunerative non-farm activities. Amendariz and Room (2008) argue that microfinance may not increase women"s bargaining power as women borrowers often surrender control over investment decision to men. Garikipati (2008) argues that gender conflict over control and ultimately male capture of control over productive assets and their fruits, even where women were responsible for the generation or augmentation of these assets through their access to microfinance is responsible for negative empowerment effects. Banerjee et al. (2010) in his study of "Spandana" find no significant impact of microfinance on measures of women"s decision-making over issues of household spending, investment, savings, or education.
Given the mixed evidence of the literature on women empowerment effects of microfinance, more empirical evidence will be useful to shed light on the issue. In our study, we try to examine the nature of empowerment against a data set collected from15 selected SHGs under SGSY on the basis of stratified random sampling method.
Objectives of the Study and Study Design
This study is an attempt to examine the myths and realities of women empowerment achieved through the working of the SHGs among the poor women of the rural areas. To give the objective a clear shape we have concentrated our study in the Sonamukhi Block of Bishnupur sub-division of Bankura District of state of West Bengal. The District Bankura is surrounded mainly by three districts namely Bardhaman, Purulia and Paschim Medinipur. However, a very small portion of the district remains in touch of the Hoogly district. Our study block has a close contact with the Bardhaman district, the Rice Queen area of the state and thus possesses very rich land and produces generally three crops in a crop year.
Selection of group
We have selected 15 SHGs under SGSY on the basis of stratified random sampling method from the study area. These 15 SHGs covered three Gram Panchayets (GP) namely, Kochdihi, Dihipara and Purba Nabasan. On the other hand, we have restricted our sample size in 15 SHGs and their 145 women members out of 165 total SHG members. To examine whether the parameters caste, religion, education and sex have any impact on the performance of SHGs with respect to women empowerment we have taken 15 SHGs on the basis of the caste, religion, education and sex in the study area (Table 1) . Thus as a whole we have taken 3 SHGs from each of the strata that we consider for stratification. On the other hand the average number of SGH members of our sample is 11. 
Formation of the SHGs
As stated earlier, we have considered 15 SHGs by taking three groups from each stratum to rationalise the returns receipt from the SHG members and SHG households. In considering the role of Initiator for the formation of SHGs in our study area, we see that, the role of the NGO and Panchayats are very prominent in the formation of the SHGs. Two third SHGs of the study area are being promoted by these two agencies. What is surprising is that the role of commercial banks or of regional rural banks in the initiation process of formation of SHGs is completely absent in this study area. Two officials, one from Pisciculture office and other from Block Development office, played an active role in formation of two SHGs. Three groups are formed under the initiation of a social Worker with CPM background. Table 2 gives the details of the formation of the SHGs in sub-sample II. 
Relative economic situation of SHG members
As per guideline of the formation of SHGs under SGSY scheme, 30 percent member of a group is allowed to be picked up from the families who are not belonging to BPL group. On the basis of this we have categorised SHG members in two groups as given in Table 3 . One can see from this table that 23.03 percent member are coming from the APL group in our study area. There is a consensus among the surveyors of the rural economy that the single most important indicator of measurement APL and BPL category, in the rural area, is still the possession of land asset (Kar, 2014; Kar and Bhumali, 2014) . This has been brought out in Table 4 . It is clear from this Table that about 30 percent member of our sample SHGs are very poor and having only the home stead area. Another 48 percent are poor and having land amount up to 2 Bighas or more. 9 SHG members of our sample are succeeded to establish themselves in less poor status belonging from the land group 2-4 Bighas. Although the land amount as revealed from our table is rather tiny in amount still we consider it because of the fact that due to nearness of the rice queen district a demonstration effect is working very well as we observed here. 
Educational status of the SHG members
It will be in order if we examine the educational status of the SHG members because education is working as catalyst behind the good running of the groups. Table 5 gives the distribution of SHG members by their level of education. 
Saving potentiality and gradation
There is a direct correlation between the savings potentiality and active labour force (Kar, 2011) . Not only that, the savings potentiality in regular intervals also guaranteed the existence of the working of active and more active labour force both in the groups and also in the households. The returns on savings are summarised in Table 6 . The gradation of a SHG depends on saving potentiality of the group, good working of the revolving fund, good maintenance of the account books, regularity of group meetings and attendance of the members and returns on repayments. On the basis of the these indicators 11 groups out of 15 were selected in the second gradation stage in our sample. Further, out of these 11 groups, 9 succeeded to achieve the project loan by 2013; that is, on an average ten years later from the inception of the groups (Table 7) . 
Project loans and economic activities
Finally, we have judged the working of the SHGs of our sample on the basis of project loan taken and begun to performing economic activities. Economic activities are confined mainly to agricultural activities in our sample. Initiation of mushroom cultivation has been started by one group, but it is in nebulous stage.
Table 8: SHGs by Project Loan and Economic Activity

Methodology of Measuring Empowerment
It is not an easy task to measure women empowerment in a patriarchal society. Another important barrier is the incidence of education among the members under our enquiry. Considering all short comings we use a four point rating scale to measure the empowerment on the basis of awareness or perception. In our measurement process we simply exclude all the male members of our SHGs. Accordingly we have interrogated We have calculated awareness indices at various levels by using the following weighted index formula:
∑ WS AI = -----------∑ MS where, AI= Awareness Index, ∑WS= Sum of the Weighted Score ∑MS= Sum of the Maximum Score Weighted score for any level is the sum of the product of weight and the corresponding frequency. On the other hand, maximum score is the sum of the score if all members have good awareness. Thus the value of the awareness index lies between "zero" and "one". If the value of awareness index is zero it simply means that the members have no awareness. Again, if the value of the awareness index is unity it means all the members are in well-aware. We have assigned the calculated index value to the variables considered for measuring four different kinds of awareness in the manner as given in Table 10 . 
Data Analysis
For the collection of the relevant data we have used two types of specially prepared schedules. One is the schedule used to collect detailed information about the working of the SHGs and we name this schedule as SHG-schedule. The other one is the household schedule. We use this schedule to collect information from the 165 households of the sample. To substantiate this we have also used a little bit of secondary data mainly to provide information about the study districts and about the numerical existence of the SHGs in the sample area.
Socio-cultural awareness and empowerment
The The results obtained for awareness of socio-cultural issues are presented in Table 11 . It is clear from the Table that the members awareness and their participation in decision making in the family matters is expected to improve after joining the SHGs though it is presently still at low level. The index value of DMG indicates that SHG members are relatively in a moderate level of participation in decision making process in the group activity. However, on the whole, awareness index on social issues indicates that the base of the socio-cultural awareness among the SHG members is not so strong. Out of the seven explanatory variables, the index values of five variables just cross the low awareness level and the index values of one variable namely, Child Labour Practices remains at a very low awareness level. The basic objective of any SHG is to inculcate the habit of savings and to provide the necessary financial assistance on collective security and develop the habit of repayment. An attempt is made here to assess the economic awareness of the SHG members with the above variables. It can be seen from Table 12 that the variables CCD and ICS have the value indices at good awareness level. The variables such as CSD, CID, and CHR remain in the moderate awareness level, while the variable CPLD remains on low awareness level. In case of inner group comparison, we see the educated group remain in good awareness level if we keep away the explanatory variable CPLD. Out of seven explanatory variables four variables of the Schedule Caste group are in good awareness level. For the Muslim group, the number reduces to two only. For the general and mixed group, this number increases to three. (CI) The calculated values of the awareness indices on educational issues are given in Table  13 . One of the objectives of the SHGs is to create awareness among the members on the importance of education in the family especially girls. It can be noted from Table 13 that the index values for the first four variables are at a moderate level. However, in respect of children"s education, the members of educated SHGs reveal their good awareness. This group also shows their good sense in improvement in children"s education and female children"s education. Except the general and educated group, none of the members of the other groups succeeded in crossing the limit of low awareness category for the variable IEF. The average score for the variable choice of institution is only 0.373 showing low level of awareness. Awareness indices have been calculated on the basis of these variables. The resource persons at the Gram Panchyat level have acted as a catalyst in raising the political awareness among the SHG members. Besides various training programmes at the block level as well as at the district level, they have also helped them to increase their interaction capacity with the Government officials. The role of the NGOs in raising the awareness particularly women related Acts in relation to women"s rights such as equal property rights also needs some mention here. The calculated values of the awareness indices on the basis of the variables on several political issues are given in Table 14 .
Economic awareness and empowerment
Political awareness and empowerment
Table 14: Awareness Indices on Political Issues
The above Table shows that respondents are well aware about the variables WRP and AIGP but poorly aware in case of measured variable PSGS. For the variables PDP and IGO, the awareness indices are in moderate level. Thus out of six explanatory variables only two variables have succeeded in entering the good awareness bracket. However, among the SHGs the political awareness is rather prominent in the educated SHG members. For this group, out of six explanatory variables the index values of four explanatory variables are in good awareness level. Here also the political awareness among the Muslim members is poor compared to other groups of the study area.
Conclusion
On the basis of the above analysis we can say that the women empowerment is still at a moderate level in our study area. Though microfinance has the potential of empowering the women but there are many challenges in the way of women"s complete economic, political and social empowerment. While there is no denying that microfinance institutions have achieved considerable success in establishing equitable access to financial resources for women, the success rate in enhancing the social, political, economic and educational awareness is uneven among the different groups based on education, caste and religion. In most of the cases, educated groups have succeeded in achieving more score compared to other groups. Thus some challenges still need to be dealt with in improving and adopting policies for equitable treatment of women and children in the society. The problem of male influence or interference is also one of the most difficult challenges related to working with women as microfinance clients and in enhancing their level of empowerment. Thus, the receipt of the loan is not a guarantee of the overall empowerment of women though this economic empowerment might be considered as an entry point of overall empowerment of women.
Recommendations
Based on the findings of the study, the following suggestions are being made to improve the status of women through SHGs. i) We recommend combined and constant care on the part of NGOs, social workers, government officials, financial institutions and politically elected members for the better working of the SHGs at the grass-root levels. ii) Literacy and numeric training is needed for the poor women to benefit from the micro-credit schemes. iii) Training in legal literacy, rights and gender awareness are important complements to micro-credit for the empowerment of women. The members should be given necessary training and guidance for the successful operation of the group. iv) The members of the SHG should be more active, enthusiastic and dynamic to mobilize their savings and borrowing by group action. v) Banks should advance adequate credit to the SHGs according to their needs. vi) Special care should be taken to the backward groups or the members of the groups whose level of education, awareness; capability, exposure etc. are less. vii) Necessary training could be provided to the SHG members to create awareness on community health, traditional and modern agricultural practices, microcredit, veterinary practices, water resource management, Panchayati Raj and other relevant issues that may be applicable to the area concerned.
